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Latitudinarianism and Landscape: Low-Church Attitudes to Nature, Having established that religion was the key factor structuring the diverse contexts in which landscape description was invoked in the eighteenth century, I wish to elaborate on the question of the positions adopted with respect to landscape by suggesting further that we can break down responses to landscape by theological orientation. In short, differing theological attitudes to the natural world and its role in the proof of God's existence and nature led different authors to deploy landscape imagery in different ways. As we saw at the beginning of Chapter 3, Latitudinarian theology was central to the 'long' eighteenth century's interest in landscape, and it was the dominant form of Anglicanism in the period. This chapter investigates that theology and shows that it resulted in the establishment of dominant conventions for the description of landscape by a genealogy of canonical authors. As such, this chapter is an essential context and benchmark against which Samuel Johnson's deployment of landscape imagery can be compared in Part III of the book.
Latitudinarian theology and nature
The theological and ecclesiological position called 'Latitudinarianism' is notoriously hard to define, and its nature varies according to whether it is taken as primarily a movement in church politics; a form of 'liberal' theology; as a precursor to eighteenth-century theology; or an historically specific creation of the Restoration.
1 Yet some general traits of low churchmanship in the era after the Restoration can be detected, and the leading lights behind the position were a close-knit group, normally having been educated together in Cambridge, before migrating to London.
2 Above all, the aim of Latitudinarianism was to ensure that the sort of theological factionalism which they saw as leading to the Civil War did not recur. This would be achieved by developing a more comprehensive and moderate approach within the Church of England, which would have the 'latitude' (hence the name, which was initially a pejorative one, given by High-Church opponents) to include all types of Protestant within the fold of the established church. The retrospective and the prospective sides of this creed, together with its rhetoric of inclusion, were nicely summarized by John Tillotson, the most important Latitudinarian spokesman:
The manners of men have been almost universally corrupted by a Civil War. We should therefore all jointly endeavour to retrieve the ancient virtue of the Nation, and to bring into fashion again that solid and substantial that plain and unaffected piety, (free from the extremes both of superstition and enthusiasm) which flourished in the age of our immediate Forefathers. Tillotson's words also exemplify the repeated claim of the Latitudinarians that their position amounted to the revival of the Anglican via media which had been developed by Hooker and the Elizabethan settlement. 4 This sense of the importance of a moderate Protestantism was reinforced by the events of 1688, which the Latitudinarians supported wholeheartedly. Tillotson interpreted the Glorious Revolution (and there is no doubt that the term is appropriate in his case) as the last in a series of providential deliverances of the British Isles, whereby God 'hath been pleas'd to work for this Nation against all the remarkable attempts of Popery, from the beginning of our Reformation'.
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Most of the details of Latitudinarian theology and church politics have received extensive scholarly treatment elsewhere, and need not concern us here. 6 What is of great relevance to the present inquiry is the way in which Latitudinarian theology incorporated the natural world and, by extension, landscape into its modes of argumentation. As we will see, the Latitudinarians were distinguished in theological terms by their repeated recourse to the natural world as a mode of evidence which fitted their need for uncontroversial proofs of God and Christianity, to draw those of diverse religious beliefs into concord. Given that latitude became the 'mainstream' theological position for the upper echelons of the Church of England for at least the period from the accession of William and Mary to the later years of George III, it is important to understand how it treated the natural world, as this was to have a great effect on the cultural elites of England, who were also the main producers and consumers of literary depictions of landscape.
The Latitudinarian fascination with nature was not simply a belief in 'natural religion'. Natural religion argued that justifiable belief in God could be founded upon the exercise of reason alone. In this view, the operation of reason would lead the inquirer to ' "laws of nature" [i.e.] intuitively certain or self-evident moral principles, which are eternal and unchanging'.
